Serum prolactin and respiratory distress syndrome in the newborn.
Prolactin levels were measured in cord blood by radioimmunoassay in 57 premature infants between 26 and 36 weeks of gestation. The level of prolactin was in the range of 20 to 600 ng/ml. Twenty-three of the infants subsequently developed respiratory distress syndrome (RDS). The mean cord prolactin in the infants with RDS was 140 +/- 30.7 ng/ml, whereas in the healthy infants it was 276.4 +/- 26.4 ng/ml. Cord prolactin levels less than 140 ng/ml were associated with a high incidence of RDS: of 25 infants with prolactin levels of less than 140 ng/ml, 19(76%) had RDS. Of the 34 healthy infants, 28(82%) had prolactin levels above 140 ng/ml. The highest levels (500 ng/ml) or prolactin in the group of infants with RDS were in two infants of diabetic mothers. The data suggest that prolactin might have a role in lung maturation in the human fetus.